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A recent report by King’s College (McGivern et al, 2009) on statutory regulation and the future of professional practice in psychotherapy and counselling has pointed out that the proposed regulation of psychotherapy by the Health Professions Council (HPC) is occurring in the context of an ‘emerging assemblage of regulatory processes’, which includes the government’s Improving Access to Psychological Therapies (IAPT) programme, the National Institute for Clinical Excellence (NICE) Guidelines, and the Care Quality Commission. The report, comparing the effects of regulation on doctors with the consequences of planned regulation on the practice of psychotherapy, suggests that psychotherapists’ and counsellors’ perceptions of regulation in practice raises issues about the unintended impact of performance management on therapy. Exploring perceptions of regulation within an integrated mental health service incorporating an IAPT programme, the authors found that pressure to produce good clinical outcomes resulted in a high level of anxiety in therapists. The compulsory use of clinical outcome measures were felt by some clinicians to undermine clinical judgement and resulted in strategies to ‘cover themselves’ in case things went wrong. The emotional aspects of mental health work were felt to be marginalised; and the preferred clinical case supervision format resulted in a lack of ‘formative spaces’ for discussing complex clinical issues or concerns.  The dangers of ‘expanding and cosmetic’ regulatory systems are discussed by the authors in the context of what is termed a ‘blame society’ where rare but serious cases of abuse are highlighted and given prominence by the media.

The King’s College report is unusual in providing us with empirical evidence of the impact of psychotherapy regulation in clinical practice. As psychodynamic practitioners in this brave new world, we might well wish to step back to consider our own personal response to these and other seismic changes sweeping through public sector services. Many clinicians may understandably feel they have little choice but to submit to the new order and to comply with the mandatory standards of what Power (1997) has evocatively called the ‘audit culture’ - albeit with a degree of resentment and masochistic hopelessness. More optimistically, perhaps, others may wish to challenge the prevailing psychotherapeutic zeitgeist, either by promoting the case for psychoanalytic work in the NHS, or by confronting the political agenda implicit in the increasing ‘assemblage’ of regulatory bodies. Alternatively, in a spirit of collaboration, others may wish to undertake additional training in one of the NICE-recommended evidence-based therapies for themselves, testing its viability and compatibility with psychodynamic frameworks. Finally, the climate of change in which we find ourselves may lead some to question and review traditional, previously cherished theoretical psychodynamic frameworks, seeking out new, more contemporary psychoanalytic models that offer helpful or freshly-illuminating perspectives on their clinical work. 

The papers in our current issue all I think reflect these and other responses to the wind of change blowing in the direction of the psychological therapies generally and psychodynamic practitioners in particular. Phil Mollon’s paper ‘Our Rich Heritage: are we building upon it or destroying it?’ sets out to challenge the new order and certainly pulls no punches. He argues that ‘a huge agenda of control is currently distorting therapeutic work with clients. It is dictated, in Stalinist fashion, from the top – expressed through a variety of political mechanisms and processes, including Improving Access to Psychological Therapies, current commissioning procedures, but, above all, using the vehicle of NICE’. Mollon robustly takes issue with the medical model implicit within the NICE guidelines, and the way he sees it precluding any serious consideration of the patient’s internal world. He argues that conceptualising psychological problems as ‘diseases’ homogenises distress, reducing meaning and  individuality and points out that the marketing and branding of different psychological therapies serves a commercial rather than a scientific purpose.  Mollon laments the destructive impact of current attempts to ‘divide and rule’ within psychotherapy, and makes a strong plea for therapists of all theoretical colours to return to more modest therapeutic ambitions.

Jonathan Smith’s paper also takes up the issue of the NICE guidelines, pointing out that there is currently no reference in these guidelines to the use of short-term psychodynamic work for those experiencing anxiety or panic. Smith offers us a measured and timely review of the evidence for psychodynamic work for this client group. His paper, incorporating recent meta-analyses of short-term psychodynamic psychotherapy by Leichsenring (2004) and Abbass, (2006), offers an important reminder of a substantial evidence base that, as yet, continues to be ignored in the decision-making process within NICE. In line with Mollon, Smith also points out that the notion of establishing an evidence base independently of evidence of causality – particularly the evidence relating to the interpersonal issues at the heart many anxiety disorders – risks further entrenching the profession within a medical model focusing solely on the removal of symptoms.

Laurence Spurling addresses the issue of evidence-based practice in a different way.  He asks the difficult question of whether it is possible to retain an analytic identity and practice simply by holding on to a psychodynamic model, or whether there is room to bring a psychoanalytic lens to bear on other, non-analytic therapies. Citing various previous attempts by practitioners and theorists to constructively engage with other forms or models of therapy, he offers an honest account of his attempt to learn interpersonal therapy IPT and to apply it in his work with a 55 year old depressed woman. This paper successfully conveys both the dilemma of what it means, in practice, to be a psychodynamic practitioner in a climate that obliges us to offer therapies that differ from our own training and identity; and how it could be possible to do so in a psychodynamically-informed way. Readers will want to judge the results for themselves in this very thoughtful and creative article.

What Stolorow and Atwood once termed ‘the myth of the neutral analyst’ is what concerns Lennox Thomas in his paper on ‘relational psychotherapy: the significance of father’. In this paper, Thomas courageously questions the validity of his own training in the traditional model of the ‘blank screen’  analyst by arguing that the therapist needs to bring his or her own presence and way of relating into the room:  ‘Psychic change takes place intrapsychically and interpersonally, and the relationship with the therapist is the vehicle for change. This is based on the belief that relationships are at the heart of our interactions with others and shape our psychological development’.  Pointing out the relative absence of literature on the father in contemporary psychoanalytic literature, Thomas argues for the relevance of a more relationally-oriented role for male therapists working with patients who may have experienced an absence of fathering in their lives. Drawing on contemporary relational psychoanalytic models of practice, Thomas uses a number of clinical examples to illustrate not only how unresolved problems with fathers are paralleled in the transference, but also how the therapist’s own fathering issues may make it difficult to work in this area with clients.

Our Open Space section similarly reflects something of the altered landscape currently confronting psychodynamic clinicians, examining notions of change within theoretical and clinical thinking as well as in the context of personal adjustment to developmental life transitions. Our first paper by Richard Lane and Karen Weihs offers us a visual glimpse of ‘Freud’s Antiquities’, which are used to contrast traditional theoretical views of the unconscious as ‘buried treasure’ with more recent, relational views that see the unconscious as co-constructed within the therapeutic relationship. This deceptively slight paper, whispering rather than shouting its ideas, creatively juxtaposes old and new thinking for readers to reflect on and respond to. Meanwhile, Valerie Parker’s paper offers us a perspective on her work facilitating a Balint-style group for GPs. In the current regulatory climate, it is interesting that we seem to be witnessing a resurgence of interest in reflective practice for all health professionals, who often feel under attack by the relentless demands of targets, accountability and the culture of transparency and surveillance that McGivern et al (2009) highlighted in their research. Parker points out that doctors ‘are expected to cope, keep going and know the answers. Traditionally, cases are discussed briefly in the corridor or over coffee, and there is a culture of self-sufficiency and autonomous practice that does not encourage enquiry or exposure of vulnerability. As a result doctors develop ways of ‘cutting off’… by splitting their needs onto their patients and ignoring themselves, often leading to cases of burn-out and stress’. Her account endorses the value of how an understanding of unconscious processes and dynamics can help GPs to understand and respond more sensitively to the needs of their patients.  Finally, in ‘Reflections on Retirement’, Mary Boyd-Carpenter offers a highly personal view on the difficulties involved in retiring. Feelings of loss, ambivalence as well as relief are set alongside the difficulties of managing the reactions of clients and colleagues; it is a moving account of change and transition in life and its unconscious implications.

Following these very rich offerings, our book review section returns to the psychoanalytic tradition of the book review essay in a penetrating and erudite reading of Thomas Ogden’s ‘Rediscovering Psychoanalysis. Thinking and dreaming, Learning and Forgetting’ by Kenneth Wright. Wright examines Ogden’s suggestion that ‘it is the analyst’s task to engage in a process of rediscovering psychoanalysis in everything that he or she does: in each analytic session, in each supervisory hour, in each meeting of a psychoanalytic seminar, in each reading of an analytic work...’ and traces Ogden’s attempt to conceptualise and recreate his own personal version of psychoanalysis. Rejecting versions of the self grounded in tradition and authority, Wright highlights Ogden’s determined pursuit of the new in a way that ‘shakes off the constraints of received wisdom’. He focuses largely on Ogden’s interest in Bion and Searles and what Wright himself sees as a tension between these two thinkers; one that is viewed as index of an inner creative struggle about the kind of analyst or practitioner we aspire to be. This is a searching essay; one that not only offers a review and critique of Ogden’s work, but one which is also a thought-provoking paper in its own right. Following Wright’s essay, the remainder of the book reviews section includes what we hope will be an interesting array of books for our readers to consider, including topics as diverse as: the use of fractal geometry as a source of metaphor; psychoanalytic thinking in learning and teaching; a review of the evidence base for psychoanalytic psychotherapy; and counselling and psychotherapy with older people amongst other themes. Our reviewers, once again, have offered thoughtful and insightful critiques, providing direction and guidance for all who are seeking a stimulating, inspiring and informative psychodynamic read. 

Finally, it is important to note that the editorial team at Psychodynamic Practice itself is not exempt from the climate changes we see reflected in our papers. After over seven years, our Open Space Editor, Maggie Turp, is retiring. Maggie has been the mainstay of our Open Space section and has been a tireless and cheerful presence on the Editorial Board, advising and encouraging authors and editors alike! She has developed Open Space over the years, generously spending many hours helping and mentoring new as well as more established authors who have gone on to provide us with some fascinating, creative and personal shorter papers for the journal. Maggie’s contribution to the journal has been invaluable; she will be much missed by the team and we wish her well in her retirement. 

And I too, as Submissions Editor, will be stepping down after six years to focus more on my academic commitments. Letting go of Psychodynamic Practice has proved to be very hard emotional work, as I have always regarded the journal – the place where I published my very first paper – as my psychodynamic home. With that home has come the benefit of a friendly, inspiring and committed editorial ‘family’ - a blessing that will be much missed, but one that I will certainly take with me on my future journey, wherever that takes me. Looking at our current issue of Psychodynamic Practice, however, I leave confident in the knowledge that, whatever changes lie ahead, this is a journal that will continue to grow and flourish, providing a home for all those interested in the application of psychodynamic thinking to their work.

Rosemary Rizq
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